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By John Ward Anderson 
and MoDy Moore 

Washington Post Foreign Service 

MEXICO CITY 

A dolfo Aguilar Zinser, a 
maverick Mexican con¬ 
gressman, stood in a 
storeroom amid more than 4,000 
boxes crammed with documents 
from the government food agency 
once headed by Raul Salinas de 
Gortari, brother of the former 
president. He selected a box at 
random and poked through it. 

"It was loaded with travel au¬ 
thorizations approved by Raul Sa¬ 
linas for his friends to travel to 
Europe—Madrid, Paris, Lon- 
don—and it was all paid for by 
Conasupo,” the agency Salinas di¬ 
rected, Aguilar said. "Every time I 
go to the files, I find something [il¬ 
legal]—quantities of money you 
can't believe.” 

The boxes of documents, dis¬ 
covered seven months ago in an 
abandoned building, are a poten¬ 
tial treasure trove of evidence 
that might explain how Salinas 
amassed a $124 million fortune 
during the 1988-94 presidential 
administration of his brother, Car¬ 
tes Salinas de Gortari. 

The vast stacks of cardboard 
cartons, each a potential Pando¬ 
ra's box for the Mexican govern¬ 
ment, have helped unleash a 
string of investigations in a nation 
where corruption has long been 
tolerated and seldom probed. In a 
surge of unprecedented public 
scrutiny by a new muckraking me¬ 
dia, renegade politicians and a 
handful of government officials 
are digging up dirt that is clinging 
to some of the biggest names in 
Mexican politics and business. 

"We are having revelations Chat 
we have never had before/ said 
Sergio, Agpwfeo of the Ciyic Alli¬ 
ance, a Mexican good-gp/emment 
advocacy group. “In the past, 
thererhave been isolated cases but 
never to the extent we are seeing 
now. Every week we see someone 
new implicated. There are many 
hunters.” 

None is more aggressive or vo¬ 
cal than Aguilar, 46, a former pro¬ 
fessor now serving a three-year 
term as an independent member 
of Congress. He sits on what is 
only the second congressional 
cmmmskm mate! here to probe 
alleged corruption at the highest 
levds of Mexican society. 


The phenomenon of congres¬ 
sional investigations—taken for 
granted in the United States and 
oiter - 

remains a novelty here. 

With Mexico's long tradition of 
whitewashing investigations that 
veer too close to the truth, it is 
unclear whether any of the nu¬ 
merous inquiries now underway 
will be able to uncover wrongdo¬ 
ing or fix blame. It seems unlikely, 
for instance, that any independent 
authority—other than Aguilar's 
poorly staffed, poorly funded and 
soon-to-expire congressional com¬ 
mission—will ever thorou^r re¬ 
view the 4,000 cases of Conasupo 
documents, which could help in¬ 
vestigators in Mexico, the United 
States, Switzerland and other 
countries solve the mystery of 
where Salinas got his unexplained 
millions, which have turned up in 
bank accounts around the world, 
“Is the government of Mexico 
interested in how Raul got his 
money?” Aguilar asked in a recent 
interview. “They have the files, 
and they can go back and explain 
how he got all of it. I can't. I'd 
have to spend every day of my life 
going through boxes ” 

Nicknamed “Mr. Ten Percent” 



FILE PHOTO/ASSOCIATED PRESS 

Raul Salinas awaits trial In 
connection with a 1994 slaying. 

because of persistent rumors that 
he extracted bribes, Salinas spent 
most of his goverjafient career as 
a director of j ^masu po, the Basic 
Cro^iti^Distribution Compa- 
ny/9 $1.2 billion agency that deals 
in such basic food item/ as corn, 
rice and beans. 

Humberto. Moro ni, now head 

of Conasupo^aaSd that while Sali¬ 
nas is a lightning rod for the in¬ 
vestigation because of his reputa¬ 
tion for influence peddling and 
conflicts of interest, there re¬ 
mains a reluctance to launch wide- 
ranging mcm0m inquiries with¬ 
in the agency. 




f “This is new in Mexico—this 
kind of open discussion,” Mosconi 
said. “Maybe the problem is not 
just Raul; maybe it's the whole 
process of opening the system to 
public opinion. Maybe the Raul 
case is good for the future.” 

Many members of the Institu¬ 
tional Revolutionary Party (PRI), 
whose tradition of secrecy, au¬ 
thoritarianism and impunity have 
given the party 67 years of unin¬ 
terrupted rule, would challenge 
that sentiment. Every revelation 
of high-level corruption erodes 
PRI support and is seen as a 
threat to President Ernesto Zedil¬ 
lo and the party’s continued lock 
on power. 

As if to illustrate the problem, 
when Aguilar conducted a sepa¬ 
rate investigation that raised 
questions about Zedillo's role in a 
controversial $7 million payment 
to a Conasupo contractor white 
Zedillo was chief budget officer in 
the Salinas administration, the 
PRI members on the commission 
used their majority vote to close 
down Aguilar's probe. 

“At some point, we're going to 
get completely cut off [from the 
boxes of evidence and other infor¬ 
mation] because every day the 
possibility of embarrassment 
grows exponentially,” Aguilar 
said. Even the opposition parties 
“don't want to enter the work! of 
disclosing corruption, because ev¬ 
erybody has skeletons in the clos¬ 
et.” 

“All the members of the eom- 

B :cess to the same 
t arrived at differ- 
, countered Manu- 
l PRI chairman of 
. “Nobody is trying 
thing.” 

lan $124 million— 
and possibly as much as $300 mil¬ 
lion—in overseas bank accounts 
under false names, Salinas has be¬ 
come a symbol of Mexico's sys¬ 
temic corruption. Officials from 
several countries are investigat¬ 
ing the funds in those overseas ac¬ 
counts, which they say may have 
come from illegal drug proceeds, 
government theft during Salinas's 
time at Conasupo, or bribes and 
kickbacks he received for direct¬ 
ing government contracts to 
friends and associates. 

Salinas, who is in jail while 









awaiting trial in connection with 
the 1994 slaying of a top PRI offi¬ 
cial, could not be reached for com¬ 
ment, but he has previously de¬ 
nied any wrongdoing. His 
attorney did not show up for a 
scheduled meeting with reporters 
to discuss the case and did not re¬ 
spond to telephone calls and faxed 
messages seeking comment. 

In November 1995, just days 
after Swiss authorities arrested 
Salinas’s wife, Paulina Castanon, 
while she was attempting to with¬ 
draw money from their accounts 
in Switzerland, the Mexican Con¬ 
gress voted to establish the spe¬ 
cial commission to investigate the 
alleged waste of hundreds of mil¬ 
lions of dollars at Conasupo and 
numerous irregularities and scan¬ 
dals during Salinas’s six-year ten¬ 
ure there. 

The commission, which is ex¬ 
pected to conclude its work Aug. 

15, launched investigations on 
eight fronts, including the agen¬ 
cy’s handling of contracts, subsi¬ 
dies imports and exports. Among 
matters being investigated are j 
the disappearance of freight cars 
containing powdered milk, the dis¬ 
tribution of radioactive milk and 
the purchase of rotten beans from 
China and corn from the United 
States that was contaminated by a 
carcinogen. Numerous other alle¬ 
gations of malfeasance apparently 
are not under investigation. 

As a commission member, 
Aguilar is one of the few people 
who had access to Conasupo files, 
and he developed his own agenda. 
“Build a road, contract something, 
raise a price—every single deci¬ 
sion [at Conasupo] had some di¬ 
mension of being crafted to favor 
someone,” he said. “The core of 
corruption is influence, the ability 
to modify or direct a decision to 
someone through discretionary 
powers. I wanted to show the net¬ 
work of decisions and how it 
worked,** 



What Aguilar discovered was 
that Zedillo, who as president has 
vowed to stamp out governmental 
corruption, passed the buck on a 
controversial $7 million payment 
to a Conasupo contractor who had 
been a close friend and political al¬ 
ly of President Salinas. Lower- 
ranking Conasupo officials recom¬ 
mended refusing the payment and 
left it to Zedillo, who said it was 
not his responsibility and passed 
the decision to the commerce sec¬ 
retary, who approved the pay¬ 
ment. 

“The documents show, like in a 
drama, how the government offi¬ 
cials favor the interests of their 
friends,” Aguilar said. “They’re 
not crooks who sneak around in 
the middle of the night. They do it 
institutionally,” 

Calling his semi-independent in¬ 
quiry a test case on whether the 
PRI majority would permit an un¬ 
tainted investigation, no matter 
where it led, Aguilar released his 
findings to the press and asked 
Zedillo to explain his role in the af¬ 
fair. 

Instead, PRI members and offi¬ 
cials in the president’s office 
Masted Aguilar and released docu¬ 
ments showing that Zedillo had 
(toe nothing illegal. The commis¬ 
sion voted 9 to 6 along party lines 
to end Aguilar’s investigation. 

“We looked at the same docu¬ 
ments, and we believe that \h& ex¬ 
planations are sufficient/ said 
Jesus Rodriguez y Rodriguez, a 
PRI member of the^Commission. 
“But he can continue investigating 
anything he wants, and nobody is 
going to impede him.” 
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Coverap Charged 


By Molly Moore 

Washington Post Foreign Service 


MEXICO CITY, Sept. 26—A 
Mexicqjn legislative committee in¬ 
vestigating one of the biggest gov¬ 
ernment corruption scandals in the 
country’s recent history shut down 
its 10-month probe today, prompt¬ 
ing charges that the ruling parly is 
attempting to cover up potentially !' 
explosive revelations. 

, Thfe investigative panel—only the 

second in the history of the coun¬ 
try’s Congress—issued a final re- 
' port that all but ignored the primary 
I targets of its investigation, including 
' the brother of former president Car¬ 
los Salinas de Gortari, and dismissed 
critical allegations of wrongdoing in 

I a scandal that opposition lawmakers 
and the Mexican press have linked ■ 
to the highest levels of government. 

“It’s illegal and immoral,” fumed j 
independent legislator Adolfo AgiiL- ! 
.lajL_Zini§r, who stormed out of | 
Wednesday’s final closed-door com- t 
mittee session in frustration. “This 
just shows the PRI [the ruling Insti- |' 
tutionaljjRevolutionary Party] is not 
going t6 let the Congress investi¬ 
gate the skeletons in its closet.” 

Aguilar, one of the most outspo¬ 
ken members of the commission, 
said the’ conclusions reached “are in- |> 
complete and misleading and further jj 
investigations need to be conduct- 
ed." U 

But the committee majority, com¬ 
posed of members of the PRI, said.it 


_ J irreg¬ 
ularities to the federal attorney gen- j 
eral for further investigation, Agui-j 
lar and other critics charge that the ] 
committee's weak report, despite 
access to thousands of boxes of doc¬ 
uments, only serves to buttress pub¬ 
lic opinion that the PRI is rife with 
corruption, but is doing little to 
clean its own house despite the 
claims of President Ernesto Zedillo. 

For the PRI, the summer has 
brought relentless allegations of 
corruption that have implicated 
some of Mexico's richest and most 
famous business leaders, television] 
‘personalities and politicians. More 
seriously for the Zedillo administra¬ 
tion, the scandals have tainted Mex- j 
ico's efforts to liberalize its economy 

and boost its image fr6m that of a 
Third World nation to one of a glob¬ 
al economic player. 

The legislative committee that 
presented its conclusions to the 
Chamber of Deputies today was 
charged with investigating allega¬ 
tions that Salinas' brother, Raul, 
used his government position to 
amass tens of millions of dollars in a 
personal fortune. 

The panel also probed charges 
that Raul Salinas' agency, Conasu- 
po, which operates the govern¬ 
ment's massive food subsidy pro¬ 
gram, bought radioactive milk from 
Ireland, contaminated com from the 
United States and rotten beans from 
China. Raul Salinas currently is in a 
Mexican prison on charges of illegal 
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enrichment and is the subject of an r 
international investigation that [ 
stretches,from Mexico to New York 
to Switzerland. 

“Ten months and nothing?” one of 
the capital city’s leading newspa- ‘ 
pers, Reforma, asked in a front-page 
headline this morning over a story 
anticipating the results of the report. 

“There was no evidence that ir¬ 
regularities existed in the main com- 
mercial activities of [Conasupo’s] cli¬ 
ents and suppliers,” the report 
concluded. Committee chairman JvJa- 
mipl MipnjnsaJiiatiaz^dded at a news 
conference: “It’s been a formal, seri¬ 
ous commission. If they don’t like 
the results, that’s not our fault.” 

While the report accused several 
minor bureaucrats of irregularities 

and suggested the federal attorney t 
general investigate some of the alle- 
gations involving the purchases of 
contaminated foodstuffs, the com- 
mission said it found no evidence to 
implicate Raul Salinas in wrongdo- 

1 ing ‘ . . • ! 
The committee was created m . ; 

November 1995 just days after 
Swiss authorities arrested Raul Sali-. : 
nas’ wife, Paulina Castanon, while 
she was attempting to withdraw 
money from the couple’s Swiss hank 
accounts. Subsequent investigations > 

have revealed that Salinas squirreled 

away at least $125 million and per¬ 
haps more than $200 million in bank 

accounts around the world while he j 
was earning $190,000 a year as 
^ head of C on asupo. ^ ^ \ 
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